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Scenarios for Revolution
The Drama of the Black Panthers

The i i
. iicesrzrzfne:;t? ‘;h(:: parking .IOt of the California state capitol build-
S e a.n :1 13. the spring of 1967. Thirty young black people,
A smhwomen, are pulling rifles, twelve-gauge shot-
—— i ; frr_n andguns out of their car trunks and loading
e e E 0[‘]1:')1‘15 'of black berets, black leather jackets, and
— One, fei egin to move in loose formation up the steps
i rm;l” " tcl;l the young black men on the scene shouts, “Look
e r.e : .en governor and future president Ronald Reagan
—— th); e ;;: ;:eﬂ;z tfit;; of. tﬁis ‘phalanx of armed black Ameri-
: ‘ ecially interested in the gov
:;etll.::aied ;ntgo the l'eglslative chamber. Some hold thei% g:;:(;;;]::z
= r);,met;r; fptc;lmt them to the ground. As they walk around the
e sstritie ok b st o
- : H graphers and TV camera operators
o Chambm'tl::;r‘;,u x;v;]kmg b?ckward as they move closer to the goors of
g Securi;y bo ve or six feet from the gateway into the assembly
" ce‘x" ‘{:rlhmps in front of the black man at the head of the
o : t ere :r.he hell are you goin’?” The man calmly
- makli : : w: exercise n:ny constitutional right to see my gov-
- g , and my right under the second amendment to
Som i *
o ::1(:11; sol:::.:)t; tv:th a]?rm; There are Black Panthers with guns on
— e capitol!” And he is right. It is 2 May 1967, and th
women who appear to be about to raid the center of,govt-:rn‘f
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et are members of the recently formed Black Panther Party for Self-

{4lense. They have driven up in a caravan of cars from their headquar-

fin in Oakland.
“ome of the armed Panthers make their way onto the assembly floor,

lers are in the viewing balcony above. As the cameras continue to
jull, very confused-looking legislators mumble and shout. Amid much
Jitation, the Panthers leave the scene and return to the capitol steps,
lere Panther chairman Bobby Seale, leader of the action, reads Panther
inister of defense Huey Newton's «Executive Mandate #1”: “The Black
junther Party for Self-Defense calls upon the American people in gen-
sl and the black people in particular to take careful note of the racist
( alifornia Legislature which is now considering legislation aimed at
| eeping black people disarmed and powerless at the very same time that
(acist police agencies throughout the country are intensifying the ter-
‘or, brutality, murder and repression of black people”! That night, T
ews around California, the nation, and the world presented pictures of
{he dramatic encounter, including Seale reading the mandate, as in the
hackground, possibly for the first time, the noun motherfucker makes its
way onto broadcast television.

The black power movement was mostly an urban, northern move-
ment complementing, building on, and critiquing the mostly southern,
often more rural, civil rights phase of the black freedom movement.
Some argue that black power is part of the civil rights struggle, others
see it as a break with the movement. Tt was both. The peak years of black
power, roughly 1965-75 brought a profound transformation in Ameri-
can life, inside and beyond black communities. Black power brought a
sweeping change in consciousness and identity for black people, and it
shaped every level of African American life. While moderate and even
conservative voices continued to exist in the black community, the domi-
nant voices of the era spoke the language of black power.

The loudest of these voices belonged to members of the Black Pan-
ther Party, who burst onto the stage of history through the “scene” I
narrated above. The “real life” events on the capitol steps unfolded in
the dramatic way I have told them. The guerrilla theater siege of Sacra-
mento was one of many dramatic moments in what was a very dramatic
time. The talking blues, proto-rap artist Gil Scott-Heron sang in 1968
that the “revolution will not be televised” But he was only half right.
Much of the revolution going on in America at that time was televised,
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or at Jeast reported via the television, and that fact shaped the history of
the period in positive and negative ways. The black power phase of the

civil rights/black liberation movement dominated much of the iconog-

raphy and dramaturgy of the late 1960s. The phrase “the drama of the

Black Panthers” in my chapter subtitle is meant to name two different
things: (1) a body of theater work designed to act as part of the cultural
arm of the black power movement; and (2) the fact that much of the
black power movement itself, particularly the Black Panther Party, can
be understood as a kind of theatrical performance. This second point is
not meant to belittle the Black Panthers, but rather to take them more
seriously. All politics involves a theatrical element, and a failure to under-
stand the relation between the “poetics” and the “politics” of the Pan-

thers is a failure to understand them at all.2 Much of the public activity
of the Black Panthers was built around highly dramatic, stylized con-

frontations, often involving guns and the police. These are among the
main actions that earned them notoriety. This theatricality was in many
ways the most important cultural contribution of the Panthers, but it
was also their greatest political limitation.

Hegemony—the process of getting people to unwittingly consent to
their own oppression—takes place largely by accretion, by having many,
many sites reinforcing the same ideas. In the case of black Americans,
many sites in white and black America were very much teaching mes-
sages of black intellectual and cultural inferiority at the moment black
power arose. The cultural front of the black power movement exerted
considerable influence because it managed to launch new messages of
black pride and empowerment into so many different spaces on so many
levels of culture. The black power movement included an intellectual
formation, led by figures as diverse as Malcolm X, Huey Newton, Toni
Cade Bambara, Angela Davis, Ron Karenga, and Stokely Carmichael,

among many others, and it spawned an immensely influential new in-
tellectual field, black studies. Black power also included a variety of per-
vasive cultural formations in the literary and performing arts centered
on the notion of an independent “black aesthetic.” The black arts/black
aesthetic movement reshaped virtually all the arts: jazz and soul music,
painting, dance, poetry, and theater. Black power also reshaped black
theology, sports, even black folkways. It influenced what people ate (“soul
food”), what clothes and hairstyles they wore (African-derived fash-
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to which style changes were connected to specific political ideas a
movement fractions.

Black Nationalisms

As we saw at the end of chapter 1,
in a highly staged event during the s

dramatic use of the new phrase encapsulated an important rhetorical

and political shift in the black movement. The move from “freedom now"
to “black power” embodied a sense that overthrowing the constraints of
segregation would not be enough if substantial shifts in economic and
political power failed to follow. The new slogan’s immediate effect was
to deepen a split in the southern movement, but its larger,
impact was mostly in northern ghettos.

Both the flair for dramatic symbolism and the rhetorical weight of
the phrase “black power!” moved rapidly to the center of the urban north-
ern phase of the movement. By 1967 “black power” was the term most
often used to name the northern struggle. The desperate, angry mood

of the ghettos was apparent through a series of
rections,

the phrase black power had its origin
outhern struggle. Stokely Carmichael’y

long-range

riots” or “urban insur-
" depending on your ideological viewpoint, that tore up Amer-
ica in the 1960s. A series of “long hot summers” began with a violent
riot in the African American Watts section of Los Angeles in 1965,
was followed in subsequent years b
Detroit,

and
y massive insurrections in Chicago,
Newark, and a hundred other cities across the country. The

government commission investigating the “civil disturbances” found
evidence of “two Americas, one Black, one white,” moving in opposite
directions. The black power movement attempted to give shape to the
inchoate “black rage” that fueled the riots, and to turn it into empower-
ment rather than self-destruction.’

Stokely Carmichael’s version of “black power” had been sharpened
during his organizing of an alternative political party in Lowndes County,
Alabama, one of the most dangerous places in the South to organize.
The symbol of that party was a black panther, and some folks involved
referred to it as the “black panther party.” When a year later two brash
young black men, Huey Newton and Bobby Seale,
cal organization in Oakland, California, one of the nation’s toughest

ghettos, they named that party the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense
in homage to their Lowndes County predecessors.

formed a new politi-
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three-stage evolution of “black power dramatics,” from the dramatic
speeches of Malcolm X to the plays of Amiri Baraka to the real-life dra.
matic actions of the Black Panthers. Malcolm was to the northern ghetto
what Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. had been to the southern strug-
gle—the great articulator. Malcolm’s views on Reverend King and the

civil rights struggle changed over time from

hostility to respect and
qualified support,

but throughout his life he argued that conditions in
the urban North demanded a different kind of rhetoric and a different
kind of strategy than the one used in the southern struggle. Malcolm
became the master of a rhetorically violent but carefully legal wake-up
call to the urban ghettos. He understood that for blacks in the North
the issue was not segregation, though there was plenty of that (missing

only the legal sanction given the southern form). Rather, the issue was

systematic degradation through a thousand deprivations— poverty,
demeaning jobs or unemplo

yment, police brutality, everyday racist
insults, inadequate schools, substandard health care—that often led to
a sense of self-hatred and despair. Malcolm believed that only a kind of
shock therapy addressed to “Negroes” could turn them into proud black
actors on the national and world stage. Malcolm’s speeches sought,
through a metaphor drawn from slave days, to separate out what he
called the “house Negro” (or Uncle Tom) who upheld or accepted white
racism, from the “field Negroes” who had plotted slave insurrections or
violent revenge on the white masters,

At the same time, and under the influence of Malcolm X’s rhetoric, a
young black poet and playwright named Leroi Jones was turning him-
self into Amiri Baraka. Jones transformed himself from a Greenwich
Village bohemian poet into the playwright Baraka who offered dra-
matic theater to match the dramatic thetoric of Malcolm’s new black
nationalism. As part of a wider black arts movement that included radical
poetry, fiction, art, and music, a theater of action aimed to support and/
or enact a black revolution rose rapidly in the mid-1960s. The beginnings
of black power theater are usually traced to the work of Jones, who,

mirroring a larger process of renaming and collective transformation in
black identity in the 1960s, gave up his “slave name” to be reborn as Amir;
Baraka. Most historians of black culture see the production of Baraka’s
play The Dutchman, in 1964, as the opening salvo in the black theater

revolution. The Slave followed in that same year, and before long a
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Where cultural nationalism often became frozen in black essences,

of the Panthers continued to
heir vision. Newton expressed

tance from purely cultural nationalists in these words:

There are two kinds of nationalism, revolutionary nationalism and
reactionary nationalism. Revolutionary nationalism is first dependent
upon a people’s revolution with the end goal being the people in

power....
Cultural nationalism, or pork chop nationalism, as I sometimes call it,
is basically a problem of having the wrong political perspective. It seems
to be a reaction instead of responding to political oppression. The cul-
tural nationalists are concerned with returning to the old African culture
d freedom. In other words, they

and thereby regaining their identity an
feel that the African culture will automatically bring political freedom. ...
The Black Panther Party, which is a revolutionary group of black

people, realizes that we have to have an identity. We have to realize our
Black heritage in order to give us strength to move on and progress. But

as far as returning to the old African culture, it’s unnecessary and it’s not

advantageous in many respects. We believe that culture itself will not

liberate us. We're going to need some stronger stuff.?

The Panthers’ political approach to culture proved richer than Baraka’s
cultural approach to politics, a fact Baraka himself implicitly acknowl-
edged when he later developed positions closer to the Marxist inter-

nationalism of the party.

Revolutionary Consciousness
While the Panthers rejected what Newton called “pork chop” cultural
nationalism (as if eating soul food was inherently liberating), they still
learned from it, especially from Baraka’s black power drama. Baraka’s
theatrical ideas influenced the Panthers, both directly through encounters
with his work (he lived in San Francisco in the late 1960s), and through
the playwright-theorist’s influence on another key figure in the new black
theater movement, Ed Bullins. A young playwright who had studied
with Baraka, Bullins became for a brief time minister of culture for the
Panthers and was in their orbit during their and his formative years."’
According to theater historian Williams, it was Bullins who sought to
move black power dramatic ideas more out into the community as “street
theater”!! He is a key link along this line of moving theatricality ever

more fully into the movement itself.
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Bullins was also a founding member of Black House, a communify

center/theater in San Francisco that was taken over by the Panthers 5001

after another Black House founder, Eldridge Cleaver, became minister
of information for the party. The Panthers’ takeover of a community
theater is neatly emblematic of my argument that the party became the
leading edge of political-cultural theatrical nationalism. While the seizure
of Black House, and Bullins’s association with the party, offers evidence
of the Panthers’ direct connection to black power theater, my claim iy
broader. My notion is that the party took a feel for drama beyond the
playhouse into Panther political actions, They took the kind of shock
action theatrics practiced by the new black playwrights out of the theaters
and into the streets.

Precisely where the interest in drama came from is something of a
side issue, but it is a suggestive fact that Panther cofounder Bobby Seale
had acted in local plays, and was by Newton’s account a brilliant mimic
who undermined the political positions of other, less radical white and
black leaders through his right-on imitations of their voices and styles:
“[Seale] could also imitate down to the last detail some of the brothers
around us. I would crack my sides laughing, not only because his imita-
tions were so good, but also because he could convey certain attitudes
and characteristics so sharply. He caught all their shortcomings, the way
their ideas failed to meet the needs of the people”'? In a related claim, I
suggest that Panther actions were an imitative extension and critique of
cultural nationalist theater.

What theater historian Williams says about the theory and practice
of black drama in the 19605 could be said equally well of the theory and
practice of the Black Panther Party: “Many of the Black Revolutionary
Plays were based on myth, but the myth of revolution the Black play-
wrights created was no less real than if it had actually taken place, Since
theatre occurs in the mind, within the imagination of the spectators,
the illusion of revolution can affect the audience if its members are
willing to accept the possibility of the real events. In most cases these
plays were rituals and rites, designed for purposes of purgation and
catharsis and intended, through stylistic incantations, to will into reality
an actual revolution”® As Williams suggests, the line between a “real”
revolution and a revolution in consciousness is not absolute. It is in
play along this ambiguous line that T would locate the main successes of

both black power theater and black power as theater.
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independent of white influence, and the need to find allies in the wider

(and whiter) society. In 1965 the assassination of Malcolm and the riots i
Watts deepened their conviction that the black community needed new
leadership. Their answer was to draft a Ten-Point Program for a group
they called the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense.!> The ten points
included bold demands for decent housing, education in black history,
full employment, and release of all people of color from military service
(because they should not fight in a racist war in Vietnam) and from
prisons (in white America their only real crime was being black). The
document ended by quoting the Declaration of Independence to drive
home the point that the black community was declaring independence
from white supremacy.
The influences behind Black Panther ideology are summed up neatly
by the allegorical naming of Chairman Bobby Seale’s son, who was born
during the black power era. Seale named the boy Malik Nkrumah
Stagolee Seale. Malik, the Muslim name adopted by Malcolm X, repre-
sents the legacy of black nationalism in the U.S.; Nkrumabh, for Kwame
Nkrumah, famed leader of anticolonialism in Africa, represents the Third
World internationalism of the Panthers; and Stagolee, notorious bad
dude of black folklore, represents the Panthers’ commitment to the ordi-
nary street “brothas and sistas” of the black community.
This last identity is perhaps the most original contribution of the
Panthers, for just as Baraka had put street dudes on the stage as charac-
ters, Black Panther theater took black street style and recoded it with a
revolutionary new message. The aura of violence in the blues/folkloric
image of Stagolee as the tough black dude (and to a lesser degree bluesy
“nasty gals”) gets transferred into a threat of black self-defense, and pos-
sibly offense, against whites. Many young black men and women, often
after passing through the battle zones of riots/insurrections, began to
transform the strut and stride of the street hustler into the assertive
posture of the black revolutionary. Anthropologists and sociologists
have long noted the deep importance of “performativity” in the black
community, the premium put on highly stylized forms of behavior. In
this cultural context, Panther style was substance. The black aesthetic
movement popularized the expression “black is beautiful,” but it was
the beautiful men and women of the Panthers, standing erect, nattily
dressed in black leather, arms raised in clenched-fist black power salutes,
marching in tight formation, who gave body to the phrase. The Panthers
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(e task of playing along the
and “politics,” and between

[ was at the [anti-Vietnam War] Moratorium Day
“yye will kill Richard Nixon. We will

o stands in the way of our freedom”

And it is a very simple question: Do you think Richard Nixon is standing

i1y the way of your freedom? Number tWo, would you kill him?

k. HILLIARD: ... 1 would say that Richard Nixon is the chief spokes-

man for the American people. He is the highest official in this land. if
freedom guaranteed to us under

Richard Nixon stands in opposition to
the alleged constitution, then the man is designated as enemy. But I did
not and 1 will not here designate—1 will not take responsibility of

saying assassinate anybody.
Well, what you are st
a figure of speech out

MR. PAPPAS. .
_eremonies and I heard [you say]
il anyone. Any blankety-blank wh

ggesting, M. Hilliard, is that this

in San Francisco.
MR, HILLIARD: 1 am saying that it was political rhetoric. We cant callita
metaphor. It is the language of the ghetto. This is the way we relate. Even
the profanity, the profanity is within the idiom of the oppressed people.
So in the context of that speech 1 said that and I am not going to take
that back.

MR, NOsSTTER: Okay. Then let me ask you th

are your revolutionary slogans, are these 100 metaphor:

thetoric or do Panthers literally believe that a violent ove

government must take place in this country?
MR. HILLIARD: Let's just say this: Let’s say that we could have our free-
dom without a shot being fired, but we know that the imperialists, that
the fascists on a very local level would not withdraw from the arena
without violence. They have proven themselves very violent and thus

MR. NOSSITER:
was a metaphor,

is: Is your revolutionary—
§2 Is this also
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far haven’t done anything to insure us our freedom. We were in the
forefront of peaceful demonstrations for peace abroad, while right here
at home we are being victims of attacks day and night by the criminal
agencies manifested in police departments. Our slogan is that we want
an abolition to war, but we do understand that in order to get rid of the
gun it will be necessary to take up the gun.'®

Hilliard is trying tortuously to add nuance to a discussion the jour:
nalists want to force into easy oppositions. He is trying to talk about the
violence of racism as it affects the black community in America, and
he is arguing that the possibility of radical change without violence
has been rejected by the powers that be. He is also suggesting that his
“political rhetoric” performed for a black audience (in “the language of
the ghetto”) is systematically misheard by the white world. He is even
willing to grant that his violent talk is a “metaphor;,” but at the same
time he does not want to lose its force as a “weapon” of change justified as
defense against racist and “imperialist” violence. As the party did often,
Hilliard is pointing to the hypocrisy of a power structure that drops
tons of bombs on Vietnam and exercises police brutality daily in the
ghettos and yet criticizes the violence of his mere words.

While the Leninist-Maoist rhetoric of the Panthers could at times
become numbing, it was often combined with enough street-smart “jive”
to serve as radical political education. Just as the cool hustler became
the cool revolutionary, the fast-talking jive of the street became a machine-
gun fast rhetoric uniting class and racial analysis: “The United States of
America is a barbaric organization controlled and operated by avari-
cious, sadistic, bloodthirsty thieves. The United States of America is the
Number One exploiter and oppressor of the whole world. The inhuman
capitalistic system which defines the core reality of the United States is

the root of the evil that has polluted the very fabric of existence.” 19 As
Nikhil Singh points out, the Panthers had dramatic success in their
“attempts to politicize and reshape the frequently episodic and disjointed
life-world of urban, Black subalterns by replacing everyday violence
and temporary fulfillments of hustling and surviving with a purposive
framework for political action.”?
Most of the dramatic impact of the Panthers came not in the form of
shootouts, but in day-to-day performances: speeches, marches into
demonstrations and rallies, press conferences, and so forth. They were
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since no nation exists [in a transnational world], and since the United
States is in fact an empire, it is impossible for us to be Internationalists,
These transformations and phenomena require us to call ourselves

“intercommunalists” because nations have been transformed into
communities of the world.??

The Panthers were a key force in the development of a Third Worl
internal colonial position that featured alliances with postcolonial and
revolutionary groups in the developing world, and alliances with othet
radicals of color within the United States. The rhetorical/political trick
of identifying U.S. people of color as part of the Third World trans:
formed an American “minority” into a global “majority.” The Panthers
developed alliances with revolutionary groups in Cuba, Southeast Asia,
the Middle East, and Aftica, and with U.S. radicals including the Amer-
ican Indian Movement (AIM), the Chicano Brown Berets, the Puerto
Rican Young Lords, and the Asian American I Wor Keun (Red Guard).

They also allied themselves with white radicals like those in the Peace
and Freedom Party and Students for a Democratic Society (SDS).

Late in the 1960s the Panthers made connections also to feminist and
gay liberationist groups. The clearest example of this is a piece Newton
published as a pamphlet in 1970, and reissued in 1972, as part of a col-
lection of his essays and speeches, To Die for the People, edited by Toni
Morrison. Entitled “The Women’s Liberation and Gay Liberation Move-
ments,” the essay was apparently prompted in part by his friend, the
French playwright Jean Genet, known for his radical gay views. Newton
wrote, “We haven’t established a revolutionary value system; we’re only
in the process of establishing it. I don’t remember us ever constituting any

value that said that a revolutionary must say offensive things towards
homosexuals, or that a revolutionary should make sure that women do
not speak out about their own particular kind of injustice. . .. [We Pan-
thers] say that we recognize the women’s right to be free. We haven’t said
much about the homosexual at all, and we must relate to the homosex-
ual movement because it’s a real thing. And I know through reading
and through my life experience, my observations, that homosexuals are
not given freedom and liberty by anyone in society. Maybe they might
be the most oppressed people in the society.”” These statements, and
the alliances built to put them into practice, undercut the isolation and
freezing of “blackness” that limited the effectiveness of many other black
nationalist organizations. To be sure, the Panthers did not always prac-
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/.1y convention in Chicago in 1968. Seale’s co-defendants included

(ihie Hoffman and Jerry Rubin, the clown princes of the white new left

.l founders of the surrealist, countercultural Youth International Party,

ui Yippies. The theatrical Yippie organizers came to their trial dressed
Revolution and did their best (and
(eir best was very good) to turn the courtroom into a Circus. Denied a
ange of lawyer, Seale was forced to represent himself in the trial. He
on so irritated the judge, Julius Hoffman (whom Abbie facetiously
. lled Uncle Julie), that he was declared in contempt, and ordered bound
room. This image of Seale, the sole black defen-

ind gagged in the court
Jlant, receiving not blind but shackled and gagged justice in the white
ack public opinion,

\nan’s courtroom played powerfully in the court of bl
.onfirming the Panthers’ Jongstanding claim that they faced only kan-

i the costumes of the American

paroo courts, not courts of justice.
with key leaders already in jail, the FBI and other agencies unleashed
1 sweeping, vicious program of repression against the Panthers and other
radicals in the late 19608 through COINTELPRO (short for Counter
Intelligence Program). Between 1967 and 1971 COINTELPRO employed
more than seven thousand undercover agents and police informers to
infiltrate the Panthers and other radical groups with the mission of dis-
rupting their efforts by any means necessary. This included falsifying
documents in an attempt to create power struggles within the organiza-
n and between the Panthers and other black radical groups. Most

tio
d on increasing the level of violence

COINTELPRO efforts were focuse
the Panthers; in at least one case this meant providing dynamite

among
to a Panther chapter.” The state was attempting to erase the distinction

between self-defense and offense, and it successfully forced a literaliza-
tion of Panther theater. Pushing the Black Panther Party across the
line from symbolic to literal violence was one of the main goals of

COINTELPRO.
The two most important intellectuals influencing the black power
Frantz Fanon and Malcolm X, both had argued that violence

movement,
Negroes into the power

was one of the necessary means of awakening
of blackness. Fanon, writing in the context of anticolonial struggles of

Third World majority populations ousting white minorities, analyzed

how in revolutionary situations symbolic violence could turn into armed

le. But the late 19608 in America was nota revolutionary situation

strugg
in the military sense. The Panthers’ genius was in showing that the threat
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of violent self-defense could be used to expose the everyday violence of

police brutality and the structural violence of poverty. In March 1968,
the Panther minister of information expressed it this way in the party
paper: “Let us make one thing crystal clear: We do not claim the right to
indiscriminate violence. We seek no bloodbath. We are not out to kill
up white people. On the contrary, it is the cops who claim the right to
indiscriminate violence and practice it everyday. It is the cops who have
been bathing black people in blood and who seem bent on killing off
black people.”? Unfortunately, both the police and some elements within
the Panthers were not so “crystal clear” on this distinction, and soon a
series of not-so-revolutionary pitched gun battles began. The govern-
ment’s efforts to increase the level of violence in the Panthers testify
tellingly to the foolishness of violence in a nonrevolutionary situation.
Or, in my terms, they testify to the necessity of maintaining the distinc-
tion between theatrical violence and violent theatrics, Doing so might
have extended the longevity of the Panther Party, not to say the lives of
many Panther members.

Many encounters between police and the party, like the killing of
Chicago Panther leaders Fred Hampton and Mark Clark, were effectively
political assassinations by the alleged upholders of “law and order”
Hampton and Clark were shot dead in their beds in a predawn raid in
December 1969. Some eighty thousand Chicagoans paid homage to the
slain Panthers and checked out for themselves the truth of the police
version of the events by taking a Panther-sponsored tour of the murder
scene. Other encounters were more ambiguous or implicate some Pan-
thers in their own undoing. Where claims of self-defense and rhetorical
evocations of revolutionary violence often stirred “the people,” the actual
gun battles that led to so many dead and imprisoned Panthers had a
chilling effect on resistance. By the end of 1969, 30 Panthers faced capi-
tal punishment charges, 40 faced life imprisonment, 55 faced terms of
up to thirty years, and another 155 were in jail or being pursued by the
law.”” Many of these Panthers were not as lucky in their verdicts as leader
Newton had been; several are still in prison thirty years after their con-
victions.?® Getting caught up in gunfights with police played into the
hands of the state, both because the government’s greater force showed
up the weakness of the would-be revolutionary forces, and because the
real battle at that moment was still the symbolic one, the battle to shift
the consciousness of forces for and against radical change.
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He asked all Panthers from around the country to move to Oakland
strengthen the electoral base for a run for mayor by Bobby Seale and
city council by soon-to-be Panther Party chair Elaine Brown. Tho
Seale finished second among a host of candidates, he lost a runoff el
tion. Brown too failed in her bid for a spot on the city council.

The party began to implode soon after the electoral failure. Parallel
ing founder Newton’s descent into drug addiction and physical abuse of
other Panthers, the party continued largely as a shadow of itself. Sorting
out the gangsterism from the revolutionism during this phase is not
always easy. But it is clear that when the revolutionism was thwarted,
only gangsterism remained. The decline of the party is a sad tale indeed,
not just on its own terms but for the ways in which it mirrors the decline
in the wider black community from activism to despair to a gangster
culture that for many was all that was left when radical resistance was
suppressed.*

Debate continues to swirl as to whether internal dissension or external
repression best accounts for the decline of the organization. Certainly
the latter exacerbated the former. But it is too simple to let the party off
the hook by seeing it purely as a victim. The original paramilitary struc-
ture of the party became increasingly centralized and authoritarian in
ways that made it easy to foster paranoia in the leaders. The Panthers’
failure to appreciate the extent of their symbolic power undermined
their efforts to delegitimate the state’s monopoly of violence. By playing
into the hands of agents provocateurs (“law enforcement” agents paid
to infiltrate the group and encourage violence), they left themselves vul-
nerable to hundreds of arrests and countless legal battles. They fatally
confused militancy and militarism. Ultimately, this led to a lot of dead
and imprisoned Panthers—a loss that permanently weakened the move-
ment and sowed seeds of paranoia in the survivors. Strong doses of van-
guardist elitism and masculinist egotism often cut leaders off from the
grassroots forces in the party, while their hierarchical, clandestine, para-
military organizational form also bred paranoia that left the Panthers
vulnerable to this infiltration and disruption.

In addition to the structural problems, some of the people attracted
to the party, including several in key leadership positions like Eldridge
Cleaver and, in his later days, Newton himself, were “crazy mothafuckas”
in far too literal a sense. Their personal pathologies, leading in Cleaver’s
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rally for Huey Newton. Courtesy of Roz Payne.
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the revolution but left themselves without the protection once acco
them by the community (at one point early on, for example, commu
members prevented a planned police raid on party headquarters by
ing outside, placing themselves between the Panthers and the police).

When the Panthers had been destroyed by COINTELPRO and thelg

own internal difficulties, it did not prove difficult to turn revolutionary
style into a mere style revolution. The Panthers’ Stagolee as revolution.

ary was turned back into an apolitical black dude, or worse still into 4
cop, through a wave of “blaxploitation” films in the late 1970s, such as
Shaft. African garb (dashiki robes for men, headdresses for women, tiki
necklaces for both) and “natural” hair (mimicking the revolutionary
“Afro” of Angela Davis and Panther women) soon became the com-
modified signs of blackness empty of political meaning. To paraphrase
the words of Panther Bobby Seale, power does not grow out of the sleeve
of a dashiki. But, contra Seale’s pal Huey Newton’s paraphrase of Mao,
neither does power grow out of the barrel of a gun, at least not when
the other side has an endless and more powerful supply.

The real weapon of the Panthers was a sense of how to deploy theatri-

cally powerful imagery to evoke a sense of black power in the black
underclass. The survival programs and the Ten-Point Program’s call for
“land, bread, housing, education, clothing, justice and peace,” when com-
bined with dramatic images of black women and men standing up to
the powers of the U.S. government, helped create a new kind of black
person. At their best, the Panthers dramatically melded questions of
black identity to questions of economic, political, and cultural change.
By contrast, theatricality without organizing severely limits the depth of
change. Put in the terms of this analysis, the Panthers provided too few
spaces for average black Americans to take part as actors, not spectators,
in their dramatic actions for change.

As playwright Jean Genet, for a time a close confidant of Panther
leaders, put it, “Wherever they went [in the world], Americans were the
masters, so the Panthers would do their best to terrorize the masters by
the only means available to them. Spectacle.” By at times confusing
their spectacular revolutionary theater with a revolutionary situation,
the Panthers ultimately squandered a good deal of their “black power.”
But as Frantz Fanon wrote in that key 1960s text, The Wretched of the
Earth, “Decolonization never takes place unnoticed for it transforms
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the process of translation from movement ideology to common s
want to end this chapter by looking at one “dramatic” site where
positive and negative process is at work, the cultural formation
rounding “rap” music and “hip-hop” culture.

One key factor in the relative success of social movements seck
better the lives of poor,

ng
marginalized people in the 1960s was the wi
spread perception that the great American economic pie was gett
bigger and bigger. And this perception was generally right; the pe
between the end of World War II and the end of the Vietnam War
1975 saw the largest, most sustained economic growth in human histo
The American economy, initially free of any competition given the dey
astating effects of World War II on other national economies, meant
tremendous financial gain reaped, unevenly to be sure, by most citizens
of the country.
But by the mid-1970s President Lyndon Johnson’s “war on poverty”
was long gone, and soon a war on the poor was taking its place. Amid a
sense that the pie had stopped growing, fear of competition from mi-
norities fueled a white backlash that eventually segued into the “voodoo
economics” of President Ronald Reagan, boldly robbing the poor to fat-
ten the rich. Devastating new levels of poverty in inner cities arose when
whites flocked in great numbers to the suburbs, leaving a tax base too
small to adequately deal with even the basic need for schools and neigh-
borhood safety for the people of color left behind.
Out of these conditions, there emerged in the late 1970s a powerful
cultural force in black and Latino communities, creating art forms—
especially rap/hip-hop music—that had strong links to black and brown
nationalism. The rap music and hip-hop culture that arose out of the
devastation of inner-city ghettos and barrios was from the beginning a
highly schizophrenic phenomenon. The first two rap songs to make the
move from neighborhood folk culture to the national pop culture reflect
this split. One of those songs, “Rapper’s Delight,” by the Sugar Hill Gang,
was, as the title implies, a fairly lighthearted, commercially marketable
piece of fluff. The other song to emerge, “The Message,” by Grandmaster
Flash and the Furious Five, was, as its title implies, a song that had some-
thing to say—in this case a strong, clear message of anger about the hor-
rendous conditions in the inner city. For the next two decades, compli-
cated variations on rap as delight and rap as political message vied for the
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Appendix: Ten-Point Program of the Black Panther Party

October 1966 Black Panther Party
Platform and Program
What We Want
What We Believe

1. We want freedom. We want power to determine the destiny of our i
Community.

We believe that Black people will not be free until we are able to deter
mine our destiny.

2. We want full employment for our people.

We believe that the federal government is responsible and obligated to
give every man employment or a guaranteed income. We believe that if
the white American businessmen will not give full employment, then
the means of production should be taken from the businessmen and
placed in the community so that the people of the community can orga-
nize and employ all of its people and give a high standard of living.

3. Wewant an end to the robbery by the white man of our Black Community.

We believe that this racist government has robbed us and now we are
demanding the overdue debt of forty acres and two mules. Forty acres
and two mules was promised 100 years ago as restitution for slave labor
and mass murder of Black people. We will accept the payment as cur-
rency which will be distributed to our many communities. The Ger-
mans are now aiding the Jews in Israel for the genocide of the Jewish
people. The Germans murdered six million Jews. The American racist
has taken part in the slaughter of over twenty million Black people;
therefore, we feel that this is a modest demand that we make.

4. We want decent housing, fit for shelter of human beings.

We believe that if the white landlords will not give decent housing to
our Black community, then the housing and the land should be made

into cooperatives so that our community, with government aid, can build
and make decent housing for its people.
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peer is a person from a similar economic, social, religious, geograp
environmental, historical and racial background. To do this the
will be forced to select a jury from the Black community from
the Black defendant came. We have been, and are being tried by all-
juries that have no understanding of the “average reasoning man"
the Black community.

10. We want land, bread, housing, education, clothing, justice and
And as our major political objective, a United Nations—supervised pleb
to be held throughout the Black colony in which only Black colonial sub
Jects will be allowed to participate for the purpose of determining the
of Black people as to their national destiny.

When in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one
people to dissolve the political bands which have connected them witl
another, and to assume, among the powers of the earth, the separate and
equal station to which the laws of nature and nature’s God entitle them,
a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should
declare the causes which impel them to the separation.

We hold these truths to be self evident, that all men are created equal;
that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights;
that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. That, to
secure these rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving their
Just powers from the consent of the governed; that, whenever any form of
government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the right of the people
to alter or to abolish it, and to institute q new government, laying its foun-
dation on such principles, and organizing its powers in such form, as to
them shall seem most likely to effect their safety and happiness. Prudence,
indeed, will dictate that governments long established should not be
changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly, all experience
hath shown, that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are
sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which
they are accustomed. But, when 4 long train of abuses and usurpations,
pursuing invariably the same object, evinces a design to reduce them under
absolute despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such gov-
ernment, and to provide new guards for their future security.
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